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ADDRESS OF THE PRESIDENT OF THE 
MATHEMATICAL AND PHYSICAL SEC- 
TION OF THE BRITISH ASSOCIATION 
FOR. THE ADVANCEMENT OF 

SCIENCE » 

I PROPOSE to use the opportunity af- 
forded by this address to explain a dynam- 
ical theory of the shape of the earth, or, 
in other words, of the origin of continents 
and oceans. 

The theory which has for more than a 
century been associated with the phrase 
"the figure of the earth" is the theory of 
the shape of the surface of the ocean. 
Apart from waves and currents, this sur- 
face is determined by the condition that 
there is no up and down upon it. This 
condition does not mean that the surface is 
everywhere at the same distance from the 
center of the earth, or ev6n that it is every- 
where convex, but that a body moving upon 
it neither rises against, nor falls in the 
direction of, gravity (modified by the rota- 
tion). A surface which has this character 
is called an equipotential surface, and the 
surface of the ocean coincides with part of 
an equipotential surface undier gravity 
modified by the rotation. This particular 
equipotential surface runs underground 
beneath the continents. It is named the 
' ' geoid. ' ' The height of a place above sea- 
level means its height above the geoid. If 
we knew the distribution of density of the 
matter within the earth it would be a math- 
ematical problem to determine the form of 
the geoid. As we do not know this distri- 

' Leicester, 1907. 



